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Comment on the proposal to set aside the status of the putative type specimen of Siluris 
felis Linnaeus, 1766 (currently Ariopsis felis; Osteichthyes, Siluriformes) 

(Case 2533; see BZN44: 31-35) 

Alwyne Wheeler 

Department of Zoology, British Museum ( Natural History), London SW7 5BD, U.K. 

1. The application to set aside the putative type specimen of Silurus felis Linnaeus, 
1 766 on the grounds that the specimen is referable to the taxon currently known as 
Bagre marinus (Mitchill, 1815) would have the effect of conserving two well-known 
names for fishes which have economic importance. As such it is desirable in the interest 
of taxonomic stability, and merits support. However, the application is flawed by its 
reliance on inferences which are unsupported by evidence and does not give the most 
probable explanation for the cause of the confusion. To redress this imbalance the 
following comments are offered. 

2. There is no evidence that Linnaeus had more than one specimen of Silurus felis. In 
other cases where he had more than one specimen of a fish he gave two sets of meristic 
data (for example, Chloroscombrus ehrysurus (Linnaeus, 1766) of which he had four 
examples (Wheeler, 1 985, p. 55)). However, this practice was not invariable. In the case 
of Silurus felis Linnaeus gave only the single set of data. Despite this the application 
(para. 1) refers to ‘one or more specimens’ and (para. 6) that it ‘seems probable’ that 
‘Linnaeus based his description on two or more specimens’. These conjectures later 
become authoritative (para. 13): ‘there is no reason to believe that it was the sole type’, 
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eventually to hint at even more specimens (para. 14): ‘was likely based on at least two 
specimens’. The existence of a second, or later, specimen is conjecture as there is no 
evidence that there was more than the single specimen. 

3. The putative Linnaean type specimen, which is of the gafftopsail catfish, is 
mounted on a standard sheet of Linnaean herbarium paper and is named in Linnaeus’s 
characteristic handwriting ‘S. Felis’ on Garden’s original label. It was because it was 
labelled in Linnaeus’s hand with the name S. Felis that I regarded this specimen as the 
type of that species (Wheeler, 1 985). There is no question of the authenticity of the label 
or the handwriting. 

4. With the help of Dr Lars Wallin I have examined all the Linnaean material in 
Uppsala; it does not contain a specimen referable to Silurus. There is no evidence that a 
specimen existed in Uppsala; no entry exists in Thunberg’s manuscript catalogue of the 
collection of 1828, or in Lonnberg’s (1896) or Holm’s (1957) published catalogues. 
There are no specimens in the Linnaean collection in Stockholm (Fernholm & Wheeler, 
1983). 

5. The discrepancy between Linnaeus’s description of Siluris felis and the putative 
type specimen can be accounted for most economically by postulating that Garden sent 
to Linnaeus both the skin and a written description of a catfish. The skin was sent in 
Garden’s consignment of 1761 (Wheeler, 1985) together with descriptions of the 
specimens (Garden frequently referred to these as ‘their characters’). Garden regarded 
himself in the light of a student of Linnaeus and in attempting to master the techniques 
of taxonomic description submitted draft descriptions of both animals and plants. 
Unfortunately only the first set of such characters of fishes, of January 1760, has 
survived in the Linnaean correspondence. The confusion between the gafftopsail cat- 
fish and the hardhead catfish may have occurred when Garden preserved the skin of the 
former but made his description from a whole specimen of the latter. Then when he sent 
the description and skin to Linnaeus as simply the ‘Cat Fish’ (as he called the latter) 
Linnaeus might have simply assumed they were conspecific, and took his data from 
Garden’s description of the hardhead catfish but wrote S. felis on the label of the 
specimen. As Linnaeus was not strongly interested in fishes it would be likely that he 
would use an existing description rather than examine a rather poorly preserved skin. 
This explanation, while never capable of proof, fits in better with the known working 
methods of Linnaeus and the practice of Garden, than an hypothesis involving a 
specimen preserved in liquid which had disappeared before 1828. This possibility is in 
fact mentioned by Taylor (para. 15). 

6. Despite these reservations in recreating the history of the confusion between these 
taxa, I support the application to suppress the type status of the Linnaean specimen 
labelled Silurus felis (number 125 in the collection of the Linnean Society of London) 
on the grounds that: 

i. either this specimen was not examined by Linnaeus at the time he compiled 
his description, or if it was examined, then the taxon Silurus felis is composite, 
as other data were derived from a description of a specimen of another 
species, 

ii. it is in the interest of nomenclatural stability to do so, since both Silurus felis 
Linnaeus, 1766 and Silurus marinus Mitchill, 1815 will continue to be avail- 
able for use in the sense in which they have been widely used in current 
literature. 
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Comment on the family name for the storm petrels (Aves) 

(Case 2024: see BZN 42: 398-400; 44, 44-45) 

W. R. P. Bourne 

Department of Zoology, University of Aberdeen, Tilly dr one Avenue, 

Aberdeen AB9 2TN, Scotland 

In view of the debate over the family name for the storm-petrels it may be timely to 
recall a previous discussion of the nomenclature of the petrels. In 1964 several people 
working on the group, who had become concerned at the confusion which then pre- 
vailed, decided to consult the fifteen people thought to know most about the Procellar- 
iiformes to try and agree on a more consistent classification and nomenclature. While 
some at least were aware that Brodkorb (1963) had recently revived the long-forgotten 
name oceanitidae Forbes, 1881, but had not yet been followed by anyone else, nobody 
raised this issue in either the preliminary discussions or after the publication of the 
unanimous conclusions (Alexander et al., 1965, p. 145). In consequence the family 
name hydrobatidae Mathews, 1912 has remained in almost universal use ever since; 
the innumerable publications using it include recent World, Holarctic, British and 
American Ornithologists’ Unions, Chinese, South American and New Zealand check- 
lists, Western Palearctic, North American, African, Indian and Australian (seabird) 
handbooks, two out of three international seabird guides, two major anatomical and 
one major parasitological works. As a result of this agreement I also used it in the 
‘Petrel’ sections of successive editions of the British Ornithologists’ Union’s Dictionary 
of Birds (Thomson, 1964; Campbell & Lack, 1985). 

It is interesting to observe the composition of the dissentients who favour oceanit- 
idae, most of whom, with one important exception, have already been listed by Olson 
(BZN 44: 44-45). Apart from palaeontologists, who with the exception of Olson him- 
self have not made much other contribution to the study of the petrels, they start with a 
colleague at the Smithsonian Institution whom he does not mention, Dr G. E. Watson, 
who first introduced the name oceanitidae to a wider audience in a guide to the birds of 
the Southern Ocean (Watson, 1975) which has been followed first by the authors of the 
Australian and South African check-lists (Condon, 1975; Clancey, 1980) and then by 
Harrison (1983) in an international seabird guide. It seems a pity that if Watson 
preferred this name he did not raise the matter when he subscribed to the statement 
(Alexander et al., 1965) recommending the use of hydrobatidae, instead of 



